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Face to Face with Automation
Dorothy C. Franklin

Two years ago the Engineering School of
our local college, Old Dominion, offered a
course entitled “Introduction to Computer Pro
gramming.” To myself say I, “If automation is
here to stay ‘ole girl,’ you might as well get
‘updated’!” So, I enrolled!

My interest in automation did not diminish
upon completion of the two programming cours
es. Twelve months ago opportunity, in the form
of a Digital Computer Programmer position,
rapped at my door. What a momentous decision
—whether to accept the challenge of the un
known or remain in my chosen profession safe
and secure. But, would I be safe and secure?
After all, I was in the field that had the great
est potential for automation. After careful con
sideration of the pros and cons, I decided to
accept the challenge. One beautiful fall day
in October I opened the door and stepped
across the threshold into a bright new wonder
ful world, THE WORLD OF AUTOMATION.

The course was presided over by the finest
instructor to ever come this way. In 40 hours
of class and laboratory instruction he would
teach us “unautomated” to write simple pro
grams in a language called FORTRAN. FOR
TRAN! What peoples on the face of this earth
speak such a language? After two hours of
class lecture and four manual pages later, I
learned that FORTRAN is the abbreviation
for “Formula Translation,” a language used pri
marily by engineers and scientists writing com
puter programs. What about people like me,
those interested primarily in business applica
tions? Can we use this language too? Yes, but—
well, as the hours pass we learn to write simple
business applications in this FORTRAN lan
guage, but we are told that there are other lan
guages more adaptable to business applications.
This meant that we could not stop in the mid
dle of the “program”—so, our appetite having
been stimulated by this new found knowledge,
we decide to enroll in the “Intermediate Com
puter Programming” course, 60 hours to learn
yet another language, Symbolic Programming
System (SPS) and, of course, at the same time
increase our knowledge of the basic (machine)
language. SPS afforded “us” business-oriented
folks an opportunity to write computer pro
grams in a language more adaptable to our
problems. However, we learned that SPS was
not the “ultimate” language for solving busi
ness problems.

It was at this moment that I became fully
cognizant that I had only “scratched the sur
face” of automation. One never stops learning;
these words were never truer than now. Would
you believe it—Yes, among other things, I was
introduced to a new computer language—CO
BOL (Common Business Oriented Language).
This language is supposed to be the answer to
an accountant’s prayer. It was designed to solve
business problems. I had crossed the final hur
dle. But had I—no, not really. I have discovered
there will be many hurdles to cross during
the coming months.

These past twelve months have been a chal
lenge, a tremendous challenge. I would be the
last to recommend that anyone give up a “safe
and secure” position for one that is automated
or related to automation, but I am grateful
for the opportunity to come face to face with
automation. It is not as awesome as some
would lead you to believe. Automation has
broadened my horizons. It has provided the
opportunity for me to meet interesting people,
to learn new words and phrases, to learn new
methods, and to come in contact with the most
sophisticated equipment and machinery in the
world.

One hundred class hours and two certificates
(indicating satisfactory completion of the two
programming courses) later I realized that I
had just begun to scratch the surface of auto
mation. However, I believed I had learned
enough to think and speak with limited intel
ligence about this new field. At least when my
field, accounting, was automated, I would be
able to accept more graciously the challenge
and change.

Would you believe that the past twelve
months have been the brightest and most in
teresting of my career? WELL, THEY
HAVE! ! !
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